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Drawing Is / Not Building: question mark. 
Dr. Jo Van Den Berghe Architect. 
 
I am not an engineer. I am an architect. By proxy. 
 
It was spring 1979. I decided to become an engineer in shipbuilding. Although I had been struggling 
with mathematics I started my preparations to go to university. I have always been fascinated by a 
ship’s hull below the waterline. Beautiful fluent shapes informed by hydrodynamics. Rudder, propeller 
and keel. I was amazed by the beauty of the technics that seamlessly turned into poetics in 
shipbuilding, gazing endlessly at cut-away perspectives in books and magazines: the steel frames, the 
transmission of movement from engine to propeller. 
 
In the following months one of the major shipyards in Belgium was closing down. People advised me 
to move to Japan, or South-Corea, if I wanted to build ships. Not much later Elvis Costello wrote his 
song Shipbuilding. 
But I wanted to stay at home. 
 
Home. 
 
In autumn I decided that I would abandon my first love and become an architect. As a consolation 
prize. Constructing ‘home’. 
 
This drawing here is a preliminary design for a project I did in The Netherlands between 2008 and 
2012. A boathouse! 
 
I have never lost my fascination for technically detailed drawings up the bolt. I don’t believe in 
aesthetics as a starting point for architecture. I see beauty as the outcome of a rigorous process of 
logic. In architecture, as in shipbuilding, form follows fact and necessity. Beauty is not a whim casted 
down onto the common world by the architect’s genius mind. Beauty comes up from the common 
world. 
 
In this drawing I read the quest for structural innovation. Brick walls, steel columns and I-beams are a 
rigid frame that bears a flock of yellow tripods, based on the assumption that tripods are stable and 
resistant to lateral squalls if the brick walls, the columns and the steel I-beams retain their shape as a 
coherent system. 
Then I investigated the connections between these structural elements.  
And finally, what about the bearing capacity of the brick wall? How to tie it together so as to prevent it 
from collapsing? Steel plates, wired rods, bolts, rondels and nuts generate tension that ‘binds’ the 
steel beam that crowns the brick wall with the mass of the wall. 
I was trying to understand the wall through drawing my way into it, empathically ‘building’ it. The bricks 
let me in. So instead of distantly understanding I would become the wall. 
 
“As rational metaphysics teaches that man becomes all things by understanding them, imaginative 
metaphysics shows that man becomes all things by not understanding them for when he does not 
understand he becomes them by transforming himself into them” (Giambattista Vico, 1725). 
 
This is the first drawing of the building. Only then, and better informed about the inner logic, I could 
start to think about (the) architectural design.  
 
Yes: drawing is not building! 
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